
SOME WORD
WANDERERS
By J. Macdonald Oxley

IN the ranching region of the West
many cattle go astray and become

lost to their original owners. Such
wanderers are known as "mavericks,"
and when chanced across by acquisitive
cow men it usually is a case of "finders
keepers."

In the world of letters also many
words have strayed away from their
true sources, and have lost their correct
marks, just as the errant cattle lose their
proper brands. We are so fond of find¬
ing out the beginning of things that it
may be interesting to glance at some of
these words whose apparent derivation
is at variance with the actual one.

There is that useful domestic article,
isinglass, for instance. How natural to
take it for granted that its use for "icing"
purposes, and the "glassy" surface it
produces are jointly responsible for its
name! Yet the word is really an angli¬
cizing of the Dutch huizenblas (sturgeon-
bladder), which is altogether different.

*

When we talk about Jerusalem arti¬
chokes, we are reminded of the Holy
City, and even have been led to call the
soup that is made from these succulent
roots " Palestine soup," in innocence of
the fact that the word "Jerusalem" is a

distortion of girasole, the Italian for sun¬

flower, and that the artichoke has no

more to do with Jerusalem than with
Dublin.
^

Equally inaccurate is the name "brier-
root " given to the kind of pipe that many
smokers love. They are not made from
the brier at all, and opinions differ as to
whether this word is a corruption of
Beirut, the Syrian city which exports
large quantities of the wood used in the
production of the pipes, or of bruyere,
the French name for heather, whose
tough woody fiber is well adapted for the
purpose.

If we were asked to give the derivation
of the word "blindfold," as a matter of
course we should respond that it comes

from making a person blind by folding a

cloth over the eyes. But our answer
would not be correct. The original
word was blindjelled, that is, struck
blind, and how it came to so change both
its form and its significance is a puzzle.

*

Then, the word "blunderbuss," sug¬
gesting as it does a clumsy fire-arm with
which nobody could be expected to show
good marksmanship, one might well be
pardoned for supposing that, like the
pig, it practically named itself. Not so,
however. The original word had no ref¬
erence whatever to accuracy of aim or

efficiency of discharge. It is of Dutch
descent, and should be written thus:
donderbus, that is to say, "thunder-box"
or "thunder-barrel," an appropriate des¬
ignation, as all must admit, for the bell-
mouthed weapon of our grandfather's
days.
Were one required to account for the

origin of the word "cashier," when em¬

ployed to signify the dismissal of an

employee, how little hesitation there
would be in ascribing it to "cash,"
seeing that it usually connotes payment
of whatever wages may be due. Yet
once more would the attribution be
astray, for the verb "cashier" has no

family connection with either "cash,"
meaning money, or "cashier," a person
who handles it, but comes from an old
French word signifying to break off, or

discharge.
In the same way a certain resemblance

in sound has wrought a change in a famil¬
iar word which has considerably weakened
its meaning. When we speak of some
one as being "shamefaced," we call up
the image of a countenance in which
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shame is plainly revealed. But at the
outset the word had no reference to the
face whatever. It was written "shame-
fast," and meant being firm or steadfast
in shame, which is entirely a different
thinof. *

Two other words that have been
curiously shorn of their strength in the
hard service of common speech are "pur¬
blind" and "parboil." Now they de¬
note an imperfect unfinished state, that
is to say, partly blind, and partlv boiled;
but originally they meant the opposite
viz.: purely (i. e., wholly) blind, and
purely (i. e., thoroughly) boiled, the altera¬
tion, no doubt, being due to a careless
confusion of "par" ar.d "pur" with
"partly-" #

In some cases, not content with making
unauthorized changes, popular fancv even
has invented legends to account for
them. A notable illustration of this is
the word "sirloin," concerning which we
are asked to believe that a merrv monarch
of England in the good old davs, return¬
ing from the chase with an appetite as
keen as his best hunting-knife, had served
up to him a superb roast of beef, which
so gladdened his heart that in a burst
of appreciation he drew his sword, and
forthwith conferred upon it the honor
of knighthood. All of which seems so
fine and historic that one is rather reluc¬
tant to point out that "sirloin" is simply
"sur-loin," the prefix being the same as
in the word "surface," and signifying the
upper part of the loin, the whole story
of the knighting being a pure invention.

*
To eat humble-pie" is a phrase one

often hears, and it brings to our mind
the idea of a dish specially prepared for
the humiliation of an enemy or antag¬
onist. But such a notion is far from the
truth. When a deer had been brought
in from the chase, the best portions of
course went to the master s table, and from
the inferior parts, or "humbles," as they
were called, a pie was prepared, yclept
"humble-pie," which fell to the lot of
the menials, so that the primary signifi-
cation was simply that of inferior fare

:
The London cockney does not take

kindly to foreign words, and if he must
use them he rarely fails to transform
them out of all semblance to what they
were. Two good examples of this are
Shootover Hill, which has nothing to do
with archery whatever, but is a perver¬
sion of "Chateau Vert Hill"; and "Bird¬
cage Walk, that has no connection with
bird-cages, but should be written "Bocaee
Walk."

*

By way of conclusion, an instance of
the strange perpetuation of a printer's
blunder may be cited. In the metrical
version of the hundredth Psalm one line
has this curiously clumsy beginning:
For why? 1 he Lord our God is good,"

and not one in a thousand who stumble
over it is aware that the first two words
should be welded into one.the good old
word "forwhv," meaning because, which
is incomparably better than the reading
now in use.

A LAWYER'S FEE
THERE is a criminal lawyer in an Eastern

city who, rather against his inclination,
recently was called upon to undertake the
defense of a man accused of gross breach of
trust in embezzling from a poor woman the
entire amount of her savings.
The lawyer called upon the prisoner for

the purpose of eliciting facts upon which to
base his side of the case. "First of all,"
said the advocate, "tell me whether you
really embezzled the two thousand dol¬
lars."

" To tell you the truth," replied the accused.
"I did"
"And of that sum how much have you

left?"
"Just one hundred and fifty dollars."
Whereupon the lawyer, as he rose to go,

remarked: "I shall, of course, require thar
you pay me a retainer."
"And how much will that be?" asked the

guilty one.
"One hundred and fifty dollars," was the

laconic reply.


